Dear John ... 
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It is always a pleasure to hear from the Presi- 
dent’s spokesman and assistant for domestic af- 
fairs, Mr. John Ehrlichman, and even more of a 
pleasure to reply. Today, in a letter appearing 
elsewhere on this page, Mr. Ehrlichman takes us 
to task for our recent observation that the admin- 
istration’s promise of no tax increases for the next 
four years is fundamentally incredible. He attrib- ; 
utes this conclusion of ours to dishonesty and con- ! 
cealed conflicts of interest and general faceless- 
ness on our part. It might be best to dispose of 
these insinuations at the outset— although there is 
no way to dispose of what Mr. Ehrlichman has re- 
vealed about himself in making them. 



| ministration — and the White House wants terribly 

j to be believed. 

That is the issue, and it became even more of 
^ an issue last week when Mr. Nixon sent his press 
secretary, Mr. Ziegler, out to tell the press cate- 
gorically that there would be no tax increase in a 
second Nixon administration. When Mr. Ziegler 
proved unable to answer the obvious questions 
raised by the reporters, the President sent Mr. 
Ehrlichman out to take care of them. In the course 
of the afternoon he led his pursuers on a long 



C-M 

Perhaps this is just a temporary condition 
brought on by Mr. Ehrlichman’s reading too many 
j installments of the Watergate mystery series; but 
[ it does him little credit to suggest that Mr. Hobart 
| Rowen, this newspaper’s financial and business 
I editor, is controlled in his judgments of the admin- 
i istration’s economic policy, by the fact that five 
years ago his son, then 22 years old, married Sena- 
tor McGovern’s 21-year-old daughter. And it does 
him even less credit to identify Mr. Rowen as an 
I “adviser” to Mr. McGovern, a charge so patently 
untrue as to be hardly worth denying. As readers 
| ' of this paper will recall, Mr. Rowen has been fully 
| as critical of some of Senator McGovern’s economic 
j : policies as he has been of some of Mr. Nixon’s. We 
noted with interest Thursday that one of Mr. Nix- 
on’s Republican surrogate campaigners, Senator 
Saxbe himself, said: “I don’t think the President is 
being altogether honest with the people when he 
says there won’t be any new taxes.” Is Mr. Ehrlich- 
man investigating Senator Saxbe’s familial ties? 
Does he suspect him of being an undercover Mc- 
Govern adviser, as well? 

Surely there must be a simpler explanation for 
our doubts, and Mr. Rowen’s and those of Senator 
Saxbe concerning the reliability of President Nix- 
i on’s tax pledges to the electorate. The fact is that 
: kst week the White House offered the country a 

spate of contradictory statements on tax policy, 

| which conflict not only with each other but with 
I the obvious requirements of the economy, and Mr. 
i Ehrlichman need look no further for an explanation 
! of our editorial policy. “Faceless” we may be— edi- 
| torials, after all, are supposed to represent the po- 
sition of this newspaper. But that is not what both- 
i ers Mr. Ehrlichman, we suspect, as much as the 
I fact that we don’t believe that anybody can safely 
.put much stock in the President’s assurances that 
j there will be no tax increase in a second Nixon ad- 



chase through a thicket of hedges and double nega- 
tives. The passages of this conference that be 
quotes in his letter today are by no means unam- 
biguous. One notes the emphasis on phrases like 
“reasonable foreseeability,” and “dependent upon 
a certain measure of congressional responsibility.” 
The strategy is, apparently, to blame the coming 
fiscal crisis on a certain measure of congressional ' 
irresponsibility. But the press conference included f 
passages that Mr. Ehrlichman did not quote: 

Question: You are not ruling out that the Presi- 
dent might propose a value-added tax? 

Mr. Ehrlichman: I am not ruling out anything. 
And again: 

Question: Is it fair then, to say that your goal 
is to reduce property taxes by some other means 
other than a change in the taxes? 

Mr. Ehrlichman: No. 

Question: You talk about reallocation or cutting 
spending. 

Mr. Ehrlichman: I wouldn’t rule out reforms in 
the tax system which might achieve both an in- 
crease in equity to the taxpayer, a simplification 
to the taxpayer, and the creation of a pool of 
money not otherwise allocated which could be de- 
voted to this goal. 

Question: And would it not consist of some se- 
lected tax increases? 

Mr. Ehrlichman: That is not what I said, no. 

Question: But that is the question. 

Mr. Ehrlichman: Beyond that, I am getting into 
reading you the President’s option paper, and that 
I will not do. 

- Mr. Ehrlichman objects to our characterization 
of this kind of talk. We are happy to invite our 
readers to characterize it for themselves. 

In any event the central dispute here is not over 
who is related by marriage to whom. It is over 
President Nixon’s decision to coast through the 




next two months with no hint of the very large 
changes in economic policy that he must necessarily 
undertake within the next year. Mr. Nixon finds it 
extremely exasperating that newspapers, including 
this one, keep . asking how he intends to come to 
terms with his hugely inflationary budget deficit, 
by far the largest since World War II. 

The alternatives come down pretty much to either 
a stiff tax increase or a massive budget cut requiring 
large layoffs of federal, employees. Mr. Nixon is 
understandably reluctant to discuss this choice be- 
fore the election. In the opinion of the White House 
the proper behavior for any uncorrupt and, as Mr. 
Ehrlichman might put it, full-faced American is to 
sit down, shut up, and wait until next winter. That 
is why the President sends his assistants out to make 
large pacifying promises, with various escape 
clauses, about taxation. 

If Mr. .Ehrlichman wishes people to believe him, 
he must learn to confine himself to statements that 
are believable. In the meantime his inaccurate and 
personal abuse of his critics only degrades further 
a campaign that is already remarkable for its un- 
broken mediocrity of spirit. 




